
LANSING BOARD OF ZONING APPEALS 
REGULAR MEETING 

DEPARTMENT OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND PLANNING 
THURSDAY, January 14, 2021, 6:30 PM 

 
Due to public safety concerns resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic,  

this meeting will be conducted remotely via Zoom Conferencing. To access the 
meeting, click on the following link https://us02web.zoom.us/j/81500127934 or dial 

(312) 626-6799 and enter Meeting ID #: 815 0012 7934.  

 
 

AGENDA 
 
I. ROLL CALL 
 
II. APPROVAL OF AGENDA 
 
III. PUBLIC COMMENT 
 
IV. PUBLIC HEARING/ACTION 

 
A. BZA-4066.20, Variance to the setback requirement for a ground sign at 516 

W. Saginaw Street 
 

V. OLD BUSINESS 
 
VII. NEW BUSINESS 
 
VI. APPROVAL OF MINUTES 
 
 A. Regular Meeting, September 10, 2020 
 
VIII. PUBLIC COMMENT 
   
IX. ADJOURNMENT 
 
 
 
 FOR SPECIAL ACCOMMODATIONS, PLEASE GIVE 24 HOURS NOTICE PRIOR TO THE 

MEETING BY CALLING SUSAN STACHOWIAK IN THE PLANNING OFFICE AT 517-483-4085 
OR BY DIALING (TTY 711). 

Andy Schor 
Mayor 
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GENERAL INFORMATION 

 

APPLICANT:     Capital Area Housing Partnership 

      600 W. Maple Street, Suite D 

      Lansing, MI 48906 

 

PROPERTY OWNER:   Ferris Limited Housing Association  

      600 W. Maple Street, Suite D 

      Lansing, MI 48906 

 

REQUESTED ACTION:   Variances to the required setback for a new ground 

sign at 516 W. Saginaw Street 

 

EXISTING LAND USE:   Apartment building    

 

EXISTING ZONING:    “DM-3” Residential District 

 

PROPERTY SIZE & SHAPE:  Irregular shape - .377 acres 

 

SURROUNDING LAND USE:  N: Single family residential 

S: Commercial, church 

E: Quality Dairy, office/residential building 

      W: Residential of varying densities 

      

SURROUNDING ZONING:   N: “C” Residential District  

      S: “F” Commercial & “C” Residential Districts 

E: “DM-3” & “C” Residential Districts 

W:  “F” Commercial & “D-1” Professional 

Office Districts 

 

MASTER PLAN DESIGNATION:  The Design Lansing Comprehensive Plan designates 

the subject property Neighborhood Mixed Use Center: 

Convenience.   W. Saginaw Street is designated as a 

major arterial.   

 

ANALYSIS 

 

This is a request to permit a ground sign at 516 W. Saginaw Street (Walnut Manor Apartments) that 

would have a setback of 7 feet from the front property line.  Section 1442.12(h)(2)(B)(2) of the City 

of Lansing Sign Ordinance requires a 20 foot front yard setback for ground signs in multiple family 

residential zoning districts.  A variance of 13 feet to the setback requirement for a ground sign is 

therefore, being requested. 
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ANALYSIS 
 

The applicant proposes to install a 20 square foot, 6 foot high ground sign at 516 W. Saginaw Street 

which contains a multiple family residential apartment building.  The ordinance requires a 20 foot 

setback for a sign on a parcel of land that is zoned multiple family residential. The applicant is 

requesting a variance to permit a 7 foot setback.    
 

The applicant bases a practical difficulty on the inability to construct a ground sign in a location on 

the site that would be visible to traffic on W. Saginaw Street.  Based upon the layout of the site, the 

practical difficulty described by the applicant is sufficient to warrant a variance to the setback 

requirements for a ground sign.  
 

Section 1244.06 (c)(1-4) of the Zoning Code sets forth the criteria and standards which must be used 

to evaluate a variance request.  They are: (1) Does a practical difficulty or unnecessary hardship 

exist; (2) Is the Location, Size and Character in harmony with surrounding uses; and (3) Will the 

request impact vehicular and pedestrian traffic?   
 

Practical Difficulty or Hardship 
 

Several criteria are described in Section 1244.06(c) for the Board to consider in determining the 

adequacy of a practical difficulty:   
 

1. The hardship results from the application of this Zoning Code to his or her lot, rather 

than from some other factor.  

2. The hardship is not the result of his or her own actions.  

3. The hardship is peculiar to the lot of the applicant.  

4. If the owner of the lot complies with this Zoning Code, he or she can secure no 

reasonable return from, or make no reasonable use of, his or her property.  
 

The request does meet the first criteria since the practical difficulty described by the applicant is 

directly related to the setback requirement for a ground sign.  The second standard is whether the 

practical difficulty is self-created.  The site was constructed long before the current sign ordinance 

was in effect.  It was also constructed several decades before the applicant took possession of the 

property. The applicant, therefore, had no control over the layout of the site and could not plan for a 

location that would accommodate a sign in compliance with current sign ordinance requirements.  
 

The third criteria relates to whether the practical difficulty is sufficiently unique.  By assuring that the 

practical difficulty is adequate to differentiate it from a claim that could be made by most other 

property owners, the intent of the ordinance standard is preserved.  Correspondingly, the practical 

difficulty must be more than a matter of mere preference.  As evidenced by the attached survey, there 

is no location on the site where the sign could be located in compliance with the 20 foot setback 

Required/Permitted Proposed Variance 

20 foot setback 7 foot setback 13 feet 
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where it would be visible to eastbound traffic.  The property line begins approximately 2 feet from 

the sidewalk and the building is setback 26 feet from the sidewalk, thus leaving only enough room 

for a 4 foot wide sign that would be located right up to the building wall.  If the sign were to be 

located on the west side of the building, it would interfere with the driveway. The dimensions of the 

proposed sign are in compliance with what is permitted for a property that is zoned “DM-3” and is 

less than ½ acre in size (20 square feet in area and 6 feet in height). Based on the layout of the site, 

the practical difficulty borne by the applicant is sufficiently unique to warrant the requested variance 

to the setback requirement.   
 

The other consideration relates to whether there is a viable use of the property without the variance.  

This standard is typically applied to use variances, however, which require a much higher threshold 

than a ‘dimensional’ variance such as this one.   

 

IMPACT STANDARDS 

  

The Ordinance also establishes four standards under Section 1244.06 (e) that must be satisfied 

relating to the impact of the variance on the surrounding properties and general public.  These 

standards and the manner in which they relate to the request are as follows: 
 

1. The use will be in harmony with the appropriate and orderly development of the 

surrounding neighborhood.  
 

The proposed sign will be harmonious with the appropriate and orderly development of the 

area.  The Quality Dairy property to the west is zoned “F” Commercial and thus, if a sign of 

the proposed dimensions was to be located on that site, it would only require a 6 foot setback. 

The 20 foot setback in this case is required because the property is zoned “DM-3” 

Residential. Unlike the subject property, most sites that are zoned “DM-3” Residential are 

not located on major thoroughfares. The intent of significantly limited the allowable height 

and square footage and requiring a 20 foot setback for signs on residential properties is to 

preserve the character of the residential areas in which they are located.  The subject 

property, however, is located on a major thoroughfare that is characterized predominantly by 

commercial uses.  The sign limitations for commercial properties are far less restrictive than 

what they are for residential properties which puts the applicant at a disadvantage with the 

regard to signage in comparison to most of the properties along W. Saginaw Street.  Given 

these circumstances, approval of the variance will allow for a sign location that is consistent 

with the intent and purpose of the ordinance.  
 

2. The use will be of a nature that will make vehicular and pedestrian traffic no more 

hazardous than is normal for the district involved. 
 

 The reduced setback will have no negative impacts on traffic in and around the site.  The 

 proposed sign will be located east of the driveway on the subject property and traffic on 

 Saginaw Street is eastbound, one-way.  Traffic exiting the driveways on the site and on the 

 Quality Dairy property to the west will be looking westbound and thus, the sign will have no 

 impact on visibility when exiting the driveways.  In addition, the sign will be setback 9 feet 
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 from the sidewalk which is adequate to view westbound traffic on the sidewalk. At the 

 proposed setback, the sign will also not impede visibility to traffic existing the driveways on 

 the properties further to the east.   
  

3. The use will be designed to eliminate a possible nuisance emanating there from. 
 

The proposed variance will not generate any nuisances.   
 

4. The use will not interfere with or discourage the appropriate development and use of 

adjacent land and structures or unreasonably affect their value. 
 

Since there is a demonstrated practical difficulty that prevents locating a ground sign at the 

required setback, approval of the requested variance will not set a negative precedent for 

future requests to vary the sign ordinance setback requirements.  
 

FINDINGS 
 

This is a request to permit a 6 foot high, 20 square foot ground sign at 516 W. Saginaw Street 

(Walnut Manor Apartments) that would have a setback of 7 feet from the front property line.  Section 

1442.12(h)(2)(B)(2) of the City of Lansing Sign Ordinance requires a 20 foot front yard setback for 

ground signs in multiple family residential zoning districts.  A variance of 13 feet to the setback 

requirement for a ground sign is therefore, being requested. 
 

The available information supports a finding that a variance of 13 feet to the required setback for a 

new ground sign is consistent with the practical difficulty criteria of Section 1244.06 (c) and the 

impact criteria of Section 1244.06 (e).    
 

RECOMMENDATION 
 

Based on the information and findings described above, the following motion is offered for the 

Board’s consideration:  
 

“I make a motion to approve BZA 4066.20 for a variance of 13 feet to the setback 

requirement to permit a 6 foot high, 20 square foot ground sign at 516 W. Saginaw 

Street that would have a setback of 7 feet from the front property line, on a finding that 

the variance is consistent with the practical difficulty criteria of Section 1244.06 (c) and 

the impact criteria of Section 1244.06 (e), as described in the staff report for this 

application.” 

 

Respectfully Submitted,  

 

Susan Stachowiak 

Zoning Administrator 


